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~ OMENTUM is

building forthe

® creatiohofa

B citizens comanis-

sion tooversee
the Los Ange}es County Sher-
iff’s Department, where scan-
dalsled to the criminal convic-
tions of deputies and to Sheriff
Y.ee Baca's resignation this year.
Now, Supervisor Mark Ridley-
Thomas has introduced amo-
tion to create such an oversight
body. The motion is scheduled
for avotein the next couple of
weeks and, though it mayfall
short this time (more onthat in
aminute), some form of a eiti-
zens board seems likely to come
tolife by the end of the yéar.

What's less clear is what such

apanel would do, and whether
it has any chance of fulfilling the
expectations of some of its most
ardent supporters.
! Conceptually, a citizens
commission to oversee law

lenforcement is an easy sellin

-Los Angeles. At the Los Angeles
Police Department, the Police
Commission is the agency’s
policymakingbody and acts as
the department’s board of
directors. It provides the mayor

thelist of candidates from
whichhe can choose a police
chief; it is then responsible for
evaluating the chief’s perform-
ance and canevenfirehig, -
Though once limited by civil
service ritles that restricted its
power overthe chief the Police
Cormmission has had far more
authority since voters expanded
its power with a set of 1992 char-
ter amendments that also
capped a chief’s tenure at 16

.years,

The Shenff s Department is
different. Uniike the LAPD
ehief the sheriffis an elected
official and cannof be removed

by any panel, noris he bound by -
 frouble monitoring them. State

termlimits, Theresultisa
murky system of aceountability
that has frustrated efforfs to
improve the department for
generations. The sheriffis di-

" rectly accountable to the voters,

but hehas rarely faced a chal-
lenge, 56 he’s pretty mmuch been
abletodoashepleases.
Advoeates of the citizens
comtnission want to change-
that. As one flier urging Support
for the commission states: “We
have the right to establish and
maintain an independent proc-
ess tomonitor, nvestigate,
discipline and to refer as needed

Therc’s a limit to

what an oversight

committee can
oversee.

for prosecutlon the cenduct of
deputies.”

Here’s the trouble: This
commission, even if approved
by the board, wor't have that
kind of authority. It wor't be
able to discipline deputies, it

‘wor't be able to refer them for

prosecution, and it may have

law gives those responsibilities
tothe elected sheriff, and evena
sheriff who uses that power
poorly can’t be disciplined or .
removed by anyone but the
voters.

The question, then, is
whether a citizens commission
could exercise sufficient in-

- formal authoritythat it would

be an agent of reform even
withouf the power that the
Police Commission has. Ridley-
Thomas believes it can.

“Inn government, there is
nothing more powerfil than

sunshine,” the supervisortold
me last week. “We are past due
for this.” )
Miriam Krinsky, who serve:
as executive director ofthe
infltrential Los Angeles Counts
Citizens’ Commission on Jail
Violence, agrees. The jail com-
mission’s recommendations
have helped propel a new ur-
gency for reform of the depart-
ment, and, as she noted tome
jast weelk, that commission ha,
noformatlegal authority — it

erely highlighted problems

and helped generate support f
solving them, Moreover, shéar
cther sypporters ofthe over-
sight cormission argue that
the county’s newly created
inspector general should repoy
to the cormmnission rather than
the board, amove that would
give the new panel an investigs
tive arm. ‘

Allof which brings the mat-

- ter back to politics. The board -

split; Ridley-Thomas and Su-
pervisor Gloria Molina have
expressed supportforthe com
mission; Supervisors Bon
Knabe and Mike Antonovich
have indicated their oppositior
{(Jim MeDonnell, leading candi
date for sheriff, announced his
support for the commission thr
month; Ridley-Thomas en-
dorsed McDonnell a few days
later.)

That leaves Supervisor Zev
Yaroslavsky. When we spoke
last week, he said he wasstill
pondering the matteér, buthes
clearly leaning against it. “I'm
reluctant to create strnuctures
that haveno power and no
authority,” he said, adding that
such a commission “will ulti-
mately disappoint.”

That maybe enough to
scotch the idea for the moment
but perhaps not for long. Yaro-
slavsky is termeed out, asis
Molina. Molina’s replacement,
Hilda Solis, has indicated she
supports establishing a com-
mission, 8o one supporter will
arrive as anotherleaves. More
important, the two challengers
running for Yaroslavsky's seat,
former Santa Monica Mayor

- Bobby Shriver and former stat:

legisiator Sheila Kuehl, both
told melast week that they too
support a citizens commission.
So even if Ridley-Thomas falls
short this time, his third vote
may well be onthe way.
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